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I.  Introduction 

Seven-Up  Pete  Joint  Venture  (SPJV),  a  partnership  between  Phelps  Dodge 
Mining  Company  of  Phoenix,  Arizona,  and  C.R.  Montana  of  Denver,  Colorado,  has 
submitted  plans  to  expand  exploration  at  the  McDonald  and  Keep  Cool 
properties.  Within  this  project  area  are  six  tracts  of  state-owned  land  that 
have  been  leased  to  SPJV  for  mineral  exploration  and  production.  The  project 
area  is  located  approximately  six  miles  east  of  Lincoln,  Montana  (Figure  1  in 
the  environmental  analysis). 

The  purpose  of  this  exploration  project  is  to  further  evaluate  the 
project  area  for  mineral  resources,  especially  gold.     The  information  from 
this  project  will  be  used  by  SPJV  to  determine  whether  a  sufficient  ore 
deposit  exists  to  merit  development  of  a  mine.     If  a  mine  is  proposed, 
potential  impacts  from  that  proposal  will  be  evaluated  at  the  time  of 
submittal . 

On  state-owned  land,  the  exploration  proposal  contains  four  major 
elements:     1)  conduct  geological  mapping;  2)  conduct  geochemical  and  geophysi- 
cal testing;  3)  construct  up  to  361  drill  pad  sites  and  associated  access 
roads  (up  to  76,900  feet);  and  4)  excavate  up  to  8,000  feet  of  trench.  In 
addition,  SPJV  plans  to  construct  additional  drill  pad  sites  and  roads, 
trenches,  a  1367  foot  adit,  a  bulk  sample  storage  facility,  and  a 
metallurgical  and  environmental  testing  laboratory  on  private  lands  adjacent 
to  the  state-owned  tracts. 

An  environmental  assessment,  prepared  by  the  Minerals  Management  Bureau 
and  the  Hard  Rock  Bureau  of  the  Department  of  State  Lands,  describes  the  plan 
of  operations  along  with  the  potential  environmental  conseguences  of  the 
proposed  action.     The  environmental  assessment  is  on  file  and  available  at  the 
Department  of  State  Lands  offices  in  Helena,  Missoula,  and  Lincoln. 

The  environmental  assessment  was  developed  under  the  Montana 
Environmental  Policy  Act  (MEPA) .     This  decision  is  also  necessary  under  the 
terms  of  the  metalliferous  lease  agreement. 

This  Decision  Notice  documents  the  Lands  Division's  selection  of  the 
Mitigated  Proposed  Action  Alternative,  which  approves  SPJV's  expanded 
exploration  plan  with  the  addition  of  22  stipulations.     These  stipulations  are 
added  to  reduce  impacts  to  water  resources,  wildlife,  soils,  vegetation,  and 
local  residents. 


Public  involvement  occurred  in  several  ways.     A  public  meeting  was  held 
in  Lincoln  on  April  2,  1992,  to  receive  comments  on  issues  and  concerns  to  be 
addressed  in  the  environmental  assessment.     This  meeting  was  attended  by 
approximately  175  people.    Written  scoping  comments  were  also  accepted  during 
a  30-day  period  from  March  23,  1992  to  April  23,  1992. 


II.      ISSUES,   CONCERNS.   AND  PUBLIC  I 


Issues  raised  during  the  scoping  process  included:  1)  concerns  over 
potential  impacts  to  surface  water  quality  and  quantity,  since  the  Blackfoot 
River  and  the  Landers  Pork  lie  adjacent  to  or  within  the  study  area  boundary; 
2)  groundwater  quality  impacts  from  the  exploration;  3)  potential  impacts  to 
wildlife  in  the  area,  including  elk,  bear,  and  the  fisheries;  4)  potential 
impacts  to  vegetation  from  the  spread  of  weeds;  5)  potential  impacts  on  local 
businesses  and  schools;  6)  potential  impacts  on  air  quality;  7)  concerns  over 
the  noise  from  this  proposed  action;  8)  impacts  to  visual  quality,  recreation 
current  land  use,  and  cultural  resources. 

In  addition  to  public  involvement  during  the  initial  scoping  of  this 
environmental  analysis,  comments  were  received  on  the  draft  environmental 
assessment  between  June  24,  1992,  and  July  24,  1992.     A  public  hearing  to 
receive  comments  on  the  draft  environmental  assessment  was  also  held  on  July 
16,  1992,  in  Lincoln,  Montana.     The  comments  received  during  this  period  were 
assessed  and  incorporated,  if  applicable,  into  the  final  environmental 
assessment. 


III.  ALTERNATIVES 

From  the  issues  and  concerns,  three  alternatives  were  developed  to 
analyze  the  effect  of  the  project  and  to  identify  any  mitigation  measures 
necessary  to  protect  the  human  environment.     The  alternatives  are  discussed  in 
detail  in  Chapter  2  of  the  environmental  assessment. 

The  Proposed  Action  Alternative  was  submitted  by  SPJV  on  March  13,  1992 
in  their  plan  of  operations.     This  alternative  included  many  mitigation 
measures  to  protect  water  quality,  soils,  vegetation,  and  other  resources  in 
the  project  area. 

The  Mitigated  Proposed  Action  Alternative  was  developed  by  the 
interdisciplinary  team  to  address  additional  mitigation  measures  not  already 
included  in  the  proposed  action.     These  mitigation  measures  include 
stipulations  to  protect  wildlife,  water  quality,  soils,  and  local  residents. 

The  "no-action"  alternative,  which  denies  the  exploration  proposal,  is  a 
requirement  of  the  environmental  analysis  and  provides  a  baseline  by  which  to 
compare  alternatives. 


IV.  DECISION 

I  have  selected  the  Mitigated  Proposed  Action  Alternative.  This 
alternative  approves  SPJV's  expanded  exploration  proposal  with  additional 
mitigation  measures  listed  as  appendix  A  in  the  environmental  assessment. 
These  mitigation  measures  will  insure  that  there  would  be  no  significant 
impact  from  the  exploration  project. 


V.     RATIONALE  FOR  THE  DECISION 

In  selecting  the  Mitigated  Proposed  Action  Alternative,  I  considered 
several  items  including  response  to  public  comments,  potential  impacts  from 
the  proposal  as  addressed  by  the  interdisciplinary  team,  consistency  with  DSL 
policy  and  management  guidelines,  and  cumulative  effects  of  other  activities 
in  the  area . 

Water  Quality  and  Quantity 

Surface  water  concerns  stem  from  the  fact  that  the  Blackfoot  River  and 
the  Landers  Fork  flow  either  adjacent  to  or  within  the  study  area  boundary 
Smaller  drainages,  such  as  Keep  Cool  Creek  and  Hardscrabble  Creek  flow 
adjacent  to  the  project  area,  as  well.     In  addition,  numerous  ponds  and 


springs  are  also  located  in  the  project  area.     Since  activities  on  state-owned 
land  would  be  hydrologically  isolated  from  the  major  streams  in  the  area  and 
Best  Management  Practices  would  be  utilized  for  construction  of  all  roads  in 
the  area  so  sedimentation  and  erosion  would  be  minimized,  it  is  my  finding 
that  impacts  to  surface  water  quality  will  be  insignificant  in  the  area  from 
this  project.     Continued  water  quality  assessment  at  numerous  sites  within  the 
project  area  will  allow  DSL  to  monitor  water  quality  throughout  the  project 
life. 

Groundwater  on  state-owned  land  could  be  impacted  from  drilling.  Since 
the  chemicals  utilized  in  drilling  are  inert,  utilized  in  very  low  quantities, 
and  are  diluted,  and  since  the  test  holes  will  be  immediately  plugged  after 
completion,  it  is  my  finding  that  impacts  on  the  groundwater  quality  from 
activity  on  state-owned  land  in  the  project  area  will  be  insignificant. 

Activities  on  private  land  adjacent  to  the  state-owned  land  will  utilize 
similar  water  quality  protection  measures,  so  the  cumulative  impact  of  work  on 
adjacent  private  lands  should  not  significantly  impact  water  quality  in  the 
area. 

Soils 

The  proposed  action  incorporated  measures  to  protect  the  soils, 
including  stockpiling  soil  from  disturbed  areas  and  erosion  prevention  in 
disturbed  areas.     The  Mitigated  Alternative  requires  additional  measures  to 
prevent  erosion  within  large  disturbed  areas,  such  as  the  class  IV  exploration 
areas,  and  to  prevent  damage  to  soils  in  wet  areas.     With  the  mitigations 
proposed,  impacts  to  the  soils  in  the  project  area  will  be  insignificant. 

Vegetation 

The  proposed  action  contains  an  extensive  weed  control  plan  that 
includes  chemical  control  of  weeds  in  the  project  area.    As  stated  in  the 
environmental  assessment,  weed  spread  in  the  area  has  actually  been  stabilized 
and  reduced  from  SPJV's  aggressive  weed  control  plan.     Positive  impacts  on 
weed  control,  therefore,  will  be  realized  from  accepting  this  exploration 
proposal . 

Other  vegetation  in  the  area  would  be  disturbed  from  this  action.  This 
disturbance,  however,  would  be  short-term  since  areas  would  be  reclaimed  with 
native  vegetation  and  trees  would  regenerate  naturally  along  reclaimed  roads. 
The  additional  stipulation  to  plant  tree  seedlings  in  class  IV  areas  will 
insure  complete  re-vegetation  of  the  exploration  area.  Therefore,  there  will 
be  no  significant  impact  on  vegetation  from  this  proposal. 


Wildlife  and  Fisheries 

Of  primary  concern  in  this  area  are  impacts  to  elk.     State-owned  section 
6  in  the  McDonald  Area  contains  the  core  winter  range  for  the  McDonald  Area, 
and  state-owned  section  10  lies  within  the  core  winter  range  for  the  Keep  Cool 
Area.     The  stipulations  added  to  the  proposed  action  in  the  Mitigated  Proposed 
Action  Alternative  will  protect  the  elk  populations  from  significant  impacts 
in  both  of  these  core  winter  range  areas. 

The  Keep  Cool  core  winter  range  area  will  be  closed  to  mechanized 
exploration  from  October  1  to  June  30.     This  closure  will  protect  this 
important  elk  habitat.     The  mechanized  exploration  in  addition  to  hunting 
pressures  in  the  Keep  Cool  area  could  negatively  impact  the  elk.  Activity 
during  the  winter  could  displace  elk  in  the  area,  forcing  the  elk  to  utilize 
energy  reserves  necessary  for  their  survival.     Finally,  displacement  of  elk 
from  this  range  during  calving  could  also  negatively  impact  the  Keep  Cool 
herd.     For  these  reasons,  state-owned  section  10  and  surrounding  sections 


within  the  Keep  Cool  core  winter  range  will  be  closed  to  mechanized  activity 
from  October  1  to  June  30. 

Thermal  and  hiding  cover  within  the  Keep  Cool  area  would  not  be 
significantly  reduced  under  the  proposed  action.     Therefore,  it  is  my  finding 
that  there  will  not  be  any  significant  impacts  on  the  elk  population  at  Keep 
Cool. 

The  McDonald  core  winter  range  holds  approximately  15-30  elk  during 
winter  months.    A  small  portion  of  the  thermal  cover  would  be  removed  under 
this  proposal  (a  3%  reduction).    As  stated  in  the  environmental  assessment, 
the  core  winter  range  already  contains  a  lower  percentage  of  thermal  cover 
than  recommended  in  the  elk  management  guidelines,  so  the  elk  must  be 
receiving  other  thermal  values  from  the  south  facing  open  areas.     This  small 
additional  loss  of  thermal  cover,  therefore,  would  not  be  significant  since 
other  winter  range  values  also  exist  in  the  area  and  the  range  only  supports  a 
small  number  of  animals. 

Since  the  McDonald  core  winter  range  lies  within  the  class  III  and  IV 
drilling  areas,  displacement  of  elk  during  the  winter  is  possible  from 
mechanized  activity.     For  this  reason,  a  stipulation  has  been  added  that 
restricts  movement  of  drilling  rigs  within  the  core  winter  range.     With  this 
stipulation  (stipulation  #9,  appendix  A),  displacement  would  be  minimized  and 
impacts  to  elk  would  not  be  significant. 

In  the  past  three  years  of  exploration,  no  conflicts  with  grizzly  bear 
have  occurred.     In  order  to  maintain  this  record,  refuse  must  be  removed 
daily.     If,  however,  a  grizzly  bear  is  sighted  in  an  area,  operations  would 
cease  until  the  bear  leaves  the  area.     This  would  be  verified  by  DSL  or  FWP 
biologists.     In  addition,  the  proposed  exploration  activity  would  not  remove 
grizzly  bear  habitat  and  would  be  consistent  with  DSL  grizzly  bear  management 
guidelines  for  the  area.     Therefore,  it  is  my  finding  that  there  will  not  be 
an  impact  on  grizzly  bears  in  the  project  area. 

Impacts  to  smaller  wildlife  will  be  analyzed  upon  the  receipt  of  site 
specific  plans.     Populations  of  these  animals,  however,  would  not  be 
significantly  impacted  by  the  plan  since  important  areas,  if  found,  could  be 
avoided. 

The  fisheries  of  the  Blackfoot  River  and  Landers  Fork  would  not  be 
impacted  since  no  impacts  to  water  quality  are  expected  to  occur  from  this 
project.     The  majority  of  activity  would  occur  in  areas  that  are 
hydrologically  isolated  from  the  rivers,  so  increased  sediment  would  not 
occur. 


Air  Quality 

As  stated  in  the  environmental  analysis,  emissions  from  this  scale 
project  would  not  significantly  impact  air  quality. 


Land  Use  and  Recreation 

Numerous  cabin  site  leases  exist  on  state-owned  land  in  sections  12  and 
36  in  the  project  area.    Mechanized  activities  on  these  tracts  would  not  be 
allowed  without  prior  written  approval  from  the  Minerals  Management  Bureau  and 
coordination  with  the  cabin  site  lessees.     This  mitigation  measure  would 
reduce  potential  conflicts  between  surface  lessees  and  SPJV. 

Recreational  use  of  the  area  in  the  form  of  hunting  and  snowmobiling  is 
also  important.    Hunting  would  not  be  impacted  by  the  proposal  since  important 
habitat  in  the  Keep  Cool  area  would  be  closed  to  mechanized  exploration  and 
the  McDonald  area  is  not  a  critical  area  for  hunting  activity.     SPJV  is 


required  to  coordinate  activities  with  the  local  snowmobiling  club  and  FWP  to 
reduce  impacts  to  snowmobiling  activity.     In  addition,  major  snowmobiling 
trails  across  the  project  area  would  not  be  closed  under  normal  conditions  by 
the  exploration  activity.     With  these  stipulations,  it  is  my  finding  that 
there  will  not  be  any  significant  impacts  to  recreational  use  of  the  area. 

Noise  and  Visual  Qualities 

Noise  from  drilling  operations  has  been  heard  by  local  residents. 
Measurements  of  noise  from  a  rig  indicate  that  the  noise  diminishes  with 
distance  and  is  only  heard  as  a  low  hum  beyond  approximately  Jj-mile  from  the 
drilling  rig.     However,  to  reduce  the  impact  from  drilling  noise,  drilling 
rigs  must  be  oriented  to  place  generators  and  engines  away  from  local 
residences.  In  addition,  operations  at  the  crushing  facility  would  only  occur 
between  7:00  a.m.  and  7:00  p.m.  to  reduce  disturbance.     With  these 
stipulations,  noise  disturbance  will  be  mitigated  below  a  significant  level. 

Some  exploration  activity  will  be  visible  from  Highway  200,  the  Landers 
Fork  Road,  and  surrounding  areas,  but  most  of  the  activity  will  be  shielded  by 
trees.    Visual  impacts,  however,  would  be  temporary.     No  significant  impacts 
to  visual  quality,  therefore,  would  occur  from  this  exploration  project. 


Exploration  levels  from  this  expanded  exploration  plan  would  not 
significantly  increase  over  past  exploration,  therefore,  impacts  to  local 
housing  and  businesses  should  remain  unchanged.     Relocation  of  people  to  the 
area  on  speculation  may  be  occurring,  though  evidence  does  not  prove  that 
people  are,  in  fact,  moving  into  the  Lincoln  area  on  speculation  of  a  mine. 
Therefore,  my  finding  is  that  the  exploration  proposal  will  not  significantly 
impact  the  Lincoln  community. 

Cultural  Resources 

Several  sites  have  been  identified  within  the  project  area,  including 
the  Old  Lincoln  Road,  cabins,  and  timber  loading  facilities.     These  sites  will 
be  avoided  under  the  proposed  action,  so  there  will  be  no  impacts  to  cultural 
resources  from  this  project. 

Cumulative  Effects 

The  cumulative  effects  of  this  project  were  analyzed  in  the 
environmental  assessment.     Impacts  from  other  mineral  development  projects, 
logging,  grazing,  and  recreation  were  analyzed.     The  Lands  Division  also 
reviewed  potential  impacts  from  this  exploration  project  on  adjacent  private 
land. 

Exploration  in  the  McDonald/Keep  Cool  area  on  surrounding  private  land 
includes  similar  drilling  programs  as  noted  on  state-owned  land  along  with  a 
bulk  sample  adit,  bulk  sample  storage  facility,  and  a  metallurgical  and 
environmental  testing  laboratory.     The  impacts  from  drilling  on  private  lands 
will  not  have  a  significant  impact  for  the  same  reasons  the  drilling  on  state- 
owned  land  will  not  have  significant  impact.     The  bulk  sampling,  storage,  and 
metallurgical  testing  facilities  will  be  contained,  and  adequate  measures  have 
been  taken  to  prevent  contamination  of  the  environment.     Therefore,  no 
significant  additional  impacts  from  exploration  on  private  land  will  occur. 

Since  activity  south  of  the  project  area,  the  Seven-Up  Pete  area,  has 
been  reduced,  there  will  be  no  significant  additional  impacts  from  this 
project. 


Much  of  the  surrounding  area  has  been  logged  in  the  past.     This  has 
resulted  in  a  loss  of  elk  habitat,  increase  in  weed  populations,  and  possibly 
increased  sediment  load  to  streams.     The  mitigated  proposed  action  does  not 


significantly  increase  the  impact  to  the  elk  habitat,  and  sedimentation  and 
erosion  would  be  controlled  in  disturbed  areas.  Additionally,  the  proposed 
weed  control  plan  will  halt  the  spread  of  noxious  weeds  in  disturbed  areas. 


Since  no  changes  are  proposed  for  grazing  of  the  area,  and  SPJV  will 
reclaim  all  disturbed  areas  with  native  vegetation,  there  will  be  no 
significant  additional  impacts. 

Finally,  recreation,  such  as  hunting  and  snowmobiling,  impact  the  local 
wildlife.     The  addition  of  this  expanded  exploration,  however,  will  not 
significantly  increase  the  impacts  on  wildlife,  as  stated  earlier  in  this 
document.    Therefore,  there  will  be  no  significant  cumulative  impacts  from 
this  action. 

FINDING  OF  NO  SIGNIFICANT  IMPACT 

An  EIS  is  not  necessary  because  all  potential  impacts  under  the 
alternative  selected  have  been  mitigated  below  the  level  of  significance.  It 
is  my  finding  that  the  Mitigated  Proposed  Action  Alternative  will  not  have  a 
significant  impact  on  the  human  environment  for  these  reasons: 

1.  Water  quality  will  be  protected  by  sediment  control  measures,  immediate 
test  hole  plugging,  use  of  inert  drilling  fluids  at  very  low  concentrations, 
and  continued  monitoring  of  water  quality  in  the  area. 

2.  Elk  will  be  protected  from  significant  displacement  in  the  McDonald  core 
winter  range  area,  and  the  thermal  and  hiding  cover  in  this  area  will  not  be 
significantly  reduced.     The  Keep  Cool  core  winter  range  will  only  be  accessed 
for  mechanical  exploration  from  July  1  to  September  30,  when  additional 
opportunities  exist  for  the  elk. 

3.  Disturbances  are  short-term  and  will  be  reclaimed  upon  completion  of  the 
exploration  project.     Reclamation  will  also  occur  concurrently.     Soils  and 
vegetation  would  be  reclaimed  and  protected. 

4.  There  will  be  no  effectB  on  public  health  and  safety. 

5.  The  exploration  project  is  not  an  irretrievable  or  irreversible 
commitment  for  a  mine  at  this  site. 

6.  The  cumulative  impacts  of  this  project  and  existing  and  proposed 
projects  in  the  area  do  not  have  a  significant  impact  on  the  human 
environment . 


7.  No  known  cultural  or  historic  sites  would  be  disturbed  in  the 
area. 


Administrator,  Lands  Divi 
Department  of  State  Lands 


